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Epigraph
I can think of no better way to put it.
This book does not run a straight course from beginning to end. It hunts; and in the hunting, it sometimes worries the same raccoon in different trees, or different raccoons in the same tree, or even what turns out to be no raccoon in any tree. It finds itself balking more than once at the same barrier and taking off on other trails. It drinks often from the same streams, and stumbles over some cruel country. And it counts not the kill but what is learned of the territory explored.
From the Foreword to Ways of Worldmaking by Nelson Goodman. Published by Hackett Publishing, Indianapolis and Cambridge, 1978 In his review of John Horgan's book The End of Science 1 in 1996 John Casti argued strongly that we have by no means run out of 'big questions' that remain to be answered. He concluded his review thus:
All that is needed is a 'big question' requiring new concepts and new methods. For example, many systems constituting the warp and weft of everyday life --say a stock market or a traffic network --involve a collection of agents (traders or drivers) interacting on the basis of limited, local information. Moreover, these agents are intelligent and adaptive: their behaviour and interactions are determined by rules, just like those governing the behaviour of planets or molecules. But unlike these lifeless objects, adaptive agents are ready to change their rules in accordance with new information that comes their way, continually adjusting to their environment to prolong their own survival. So far, there is nothing remotely close to a formalism, or set of scientific rules, for even stating, let alone understanding, questions surrounding the weird and wondrous ways of such processes. This book is the product of years of osmosis, so I wish to acknowledge and thank all those --too numerous to mention individually --who have shared ideas and provided wise counsel to me over many, many years. I thank all of you with whom I have worked and collaborated over the decades; you have all been very generous. Science is about ideas and people and the two are inextricably intertwined. It has been a privilege to know you and work with you. Of course the usual caveats apply: the responsibility for what I have now done with it all is mine alone.
Maxime Fern and Michael Johnstone provided much-needed assistance in dark times and were the stimulus I needed to keep going. This would probably never have been written without your timely intervention. Maxime also introduced me to the writings of Gregory Bateson, a key influence. Bob Beeton contributed much to my knowledge of multiple capitals and rural community engagement and introduced many new ideas. Andrew Olivier introduced me to the work of Elliott Jaques. Nancy Bray and Andrew Olivier provided insights and criticisms of early drafts and improved my thinking in many ways through long discussions about key concepts. Louise Heathwaite provided critical insights into the science and also knowledge of the UK scene. Paul Harris provided critical comment on the later chapters. Richard Sanders sharpened my thinking on biophysical limits and the role of markets. I thank you all for your assistance.
This book was begun while I was at CSIRO and continued through a Retirement Fellowship, which gave me access to library and computing facilities. I am grateful for that support. The book was completed at the University of Tasmania. I particularly thank Andrew Glenn, Pro-Vice Chancellor (Research) at the University, and other colleagues there for providing a supportive environment and the creative space for me to complete the task. I also thank Wayne Meyer of CSIRO Land and Water, Adelaide, for permission to use the cover image, which so elegantry expresses the intent of this book.
Finally Alan Crowden, my editor, kept on nagging me and believing in me for nigh on ten years. Thank you, Alan; I just hope that the result was worth the wait!
